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Abstract
This paper reflects on the ethical procedures encountered, and methodological strategies adopted, in order to develop and conduct qualitative research with children to explore their relationship to, and through, information and communication technologies (ICT). The study was conducted in Australia, which like many other nations, adopted a formal, mandatory institutional ethics framework historically formed in response to real and potential unethical and harmful research. This is now associated with a broader agenda of of risk-management and protection in universities which must be managed to enable the right of children to participate fully in research that affects them. Since calls for more multi-dimensional research with children and ICT have been made (Livingstone and Helsper, 2007; Livingstone, 2010), few academic studies have delved into the ethical processes and negotiations involved in such research, especially within academic institutions that are bounded by strict ethical and risk-management processes. This paper contributes to the growing field of appropriate research methods and methodologies, and their circumspection, for study with ICT connected-children, and adds to the growing debates around ethically including children in academic research.
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In Australian academia proposed research must pass one or more internal, institutionally-derived, ethical reviews as well as potentially external reviews (for example the Government Department of Education if schools are involved in the research). In many institutions there is an initial departmental review that minimal risk applications pass through. In the academic context in Australia, as Campbell (2008) found, research with children is often automatically deemed risky, and these applications go through subsequent review, often at the Faculty level and through various other ethics boards (both internal and external). This process is aimed at minimising risks to groups deemed vulnerable, as well as protecting the institution from liability (see MacDougall, 2009; Powell and Smith, 2009).  Recruitment and data collection cannot proceed until ethics approval has been provided. Moreover, a recent development has been to delay the release of funds from major research bodies to a university until ethics approval has been obtained. 

These Australian procedures co-exist within what MacDougall (2009), amongst others, has argued, is an increasingly economic driven model, or ‘economism’, which asserts individual choice and responsibility. They are also framed by a developing child model which views children as adults in waiting, requiring representation because they do not have the competence or conceptual ability to represent themselves (James et al, 1998). This construction sees childhood as a developmentally lacking, vulnerable or passive period (James et al, 1998; James, 1996).
Many ethics committees, then, subscribe to a protectionist framework which views research with vulnerable groups including and especially children, as risky research, while the developing child model positions children as incompetent research participants. The combination of these approaches, while aiming to act in the best interests of the child, can position children as inherently vulnerable subjects or reinforce their structural vulnerability in society, and thus compromise their rights to legitimately participate in research that affects them and subsequently compromise an ethical approach to research. 

In the academic context many institutions either derive specific guidelines for working ethically with humans, or draw on national frameworks for research which covers this material. The institution in which we conducted our research draws on the National Health and Medical Council’s ‘National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research’ (NHMRC, 2007). Skelton (2008: 21) is particularly critical of the contemporary relevance of medical ethics in social science research. ‘There is a troubling irony in that universities are transferring medical protocols over into research guidelines for social scientists at a time when medical researchers are strenuously critiquing current medical ethical safeguards’. For researchers working with different marginalised and minority populations, this historically specific framework can be challenging. Indeed disagreements and misunderstandings between researchers and ethics committees are well known (Campbell, 2008; Halse and Honey, 2007; Tierney and Corwin, 2007; Tilley and Gromley, 2007). Many researchers find the ethical review process to be linear and inflexible, and difficult in social science and humanities based research. Halse and Honey, for example, argue 

‘The protocols and proformas that researchers are required to complete for ethics approval derive from a scientific, biomedical model of objective, experimental inquiry that construes research as an unchanging, sequential process that can be set in stone in advance of the research. Such an assumption is contrary to the pragmatic “realities” of qualitative research, as is evident in fields such as social anthropology and life history research, with qualitative methods such as ethnography and participatory action research, and with commonly used recruitment procedures such as snowballing or theoretical sampling in grounded theory’(Halse and Honey, 2007: 342).

In addition to being a very standardised process, researchers working with children throughout the developed world face particular tensions with ethics committees (see for example Skelton, 2008; Bell, 2008; Campbell, 2008; Powell and Smith, 2009). These studies showcase the multitude of ethical negotiations, and at times compromises, researchers often make in order to conduct research with, for and by children. Child-rights scholars argue that these tensions often highlight commitments to different ethical, theoretical and methodological paradigms. 

Discourses on the rights of children in academic research have gained momentum since the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1989: more so in Canada, Europe and New Zealand than in Australia. Of the UNCRC’s 54 stated rights - Article 12, children’s right to be heard and the right to particiation, and Article 13, children’s right to express themselves using appropriate methods - are particularly relevant for research with children in academia. Both Articles 12 and 13 challenge researchers to consider when and how to involve children in research that affects or has the potential to affect them. Historically, in academia ‘research was focused on rather than with young people’ (France, 2004: 177), constructing children as objects of study or concern rather than active agents endowed with capacities to contribute.  

More recently, researchers in a variety of disciplines including sociology, education, social studies and geography have deliberately viewed children as possessing agents, endowed with experience and capacity to exercise agency during research. These assumptions have led to the growing use of rights-informed qualitative research with, for and by children (Alderson, 2001; Kellett, 2005). Child’s rights scholars argue that research participation, consent and protection discourses need to be expanded to include a more comprehensive understanding of children’s rights and capacities. In Australia children’s rights are contested and rarely foregrounded in research, despite the ratification by the Australian government of the UNCRC, guaranteeing the rights of all Australian children to participate in research that affects them, or has the potential to affect them. Similarly, whilst publicly funded academic institutions, like the university in which this research has been conducted are, by extension, are ‘theoretically’ bound by the rules of the UNCRC, in practice ethics committees do not emphasise or refer extensively to the UNCRC (Powell and Smith, 2009). 

A child-centred approach to research sets the conditions for children to express themselves and uses methods that allow them to participate using their own capacities.  As Krappmann has argued more than just children’s expressing their views and opinions, the UNCRC challenges adults to give children a space to actively participate in their lives. Thus, ‘participation is a very good term for that what results from expressing views, listening and giving due weight to the views, interests and goals of the child’ (Krappmann, 2010: 501-502). A more participatory approach to involve children in research includes their participation in design, data collection and analysis of the study- not just the data collection stage as scholars have argued in numerous contexts (Israel et al, 1998; Israel et al, 2001; Gibbs et al, 2008; Ennew, 2010; Chakraborty, 2009). We understand that for this to be successful researchers would have to engage with ethics committees in multiple stages rather than the more standard approach of submitting a clearly defined project at the outset. In this way the ethical review can be a long process which involves requests by the ethics committee for clarification or further documentation from the researchers, including child participants. This avenue, however, would be a more faithful approach to children’s rights within the research process. 

It is then the researcher’s responsibility to convey to the relevant ethics committee that this is the most ethical approach in terms of children having a positive research experience, the data being useful and meaningful, and the opportunity it provides for children to represent their own interests. 
However, the focus of the ethics committee on the vulnerability of children, and the potential for committee members to be unfamiliar with engagement of children in research, can result in a potential clash between different (but not opposing) ethical agendas. As Campbell (2008) has shown, misunderstandings and unfamiliarity of a rights-informed approach to research can often critically hamper such participatory and capacity-appropriate research with children from being conducted. Skelton goes further by arguing that in the UK ‘current ethical guidelines…can actually close down participation for children and young people’ (emphasis original, Skelton, 2008: 23). 

Methods and Rights
Methods are another area where children’s rights need to be considered (Alderson and Morrow, 2004). Ennew argues that a rights-based approach to research and ethics requires more than simply adopting methods that produce a 'set of “feel-good” drawings and collection of voices' (Ennew 2010: 1.9). Rather it means creating a research environment that acknowledges children’s rights in various capacities including children’s right to use a variety of expressive tools to share their experiences, and their right to inform academic, social and policy responses that affect them. Ennew suggests that an expansive model of participation, of making children an important part of the study process, includes soliciting their opinions on what questions to ask, methods to use, interpretation of the findings and understanding of the analysis. 

Using our research as a case study, we will now explore how we advocated for more participatory methods for children to engage within the study, and how this was received by various ethics committees. Our research explored the relationship children and their families have with ICT, and how these relationships affect their experiences of social inclusion. The work took place in the growing outer urban fringes of Melbourne, Australia. According to the Melbourne Community Foundation (Robson and Wiseman, 2009a; 2009b) citizens of outer urban growth corridors struggle to participate in civil society, as they tend to be poorer and have limited access to infrastructure such as public transportation and social services. Geographic isolation can further marginalise people, especially children who can have limited mobilities and freedoms. 

Using the UNCRC to underpin our research, we employed a working understanding of children’s rights, standards and principles and the mechanisms for conducting research in a way that respects them as right-holders. To work within this framework, participatory methods within a qualitative research framework were critical and drive the strategies to gather and analyse data. Yet, important differences in methods and ethics arise with child-focused research because children and adults have different communication literacies and capabilities that shape how they participate in research. Children and adults have different experiences communicating using verbal, written and creative tools. For example children, especially small children, may have limited verbal and written literacies, but can have greater experience and capacity to express themselves through visual, play or technological literacies (e.g. navigating websites). 

As a result, in our project our methods included well documented and creative tools such as mapping, drawing diagrams, guided computer tours, and walking tours, in order to afford different and flexible possibilities for expression.  These methods were then complemented by a 'virtual tour' in which children showed us their favourite online sites and applications, and took us on a tour of their virtual worlds. Scholars have argued that multiple qualitative methods when working with children ‘is a valuable approach that does not merely duplicate data but also offers complementary insights and understandings that may be difficult to access through reliance on a single method of data collection’ (Darbyshire et al, 2005: 417; see also Punch, 2001). In our research virtual tours were added to our methods to ensure that children who did not have ICT experience may still find other ways to participate in the research. More significantly, multiple methods including ‘virtual tours’ gave children who did use ICT to intersect these experiences with other creative and verbal skills, painting a more holistic picture of the place of ICT in their everyday lives. As Livingstone (2010) has argued children’s use of ICT including social networking sites and mobile phones exist alongside with other communication tools including the verbal and the artistic. These communication strategies are used at different times, for different purposes, and children draw on their uniqueness to express themselves in certain ways. Thus multiple research methods not only give children different avenues to participate in research, multiple methods must also be used to understand the use, fluency, place and importance of ICT in children’s everyday lives. 

Our decisions about methods for working with children took into account the varied capacities of children as described in Article 13 of the UNCRC protecting children’s right to freedom of expression using any means necessary. If children feel comfortable or have competencies expressing themselves through visual or practice oriented activities, then researchers should ensure this mode of expression/communication is available within the project. While child-centred research methods in Europe are derived from a rights based paradigm, the protectionist model (see for example Campbell, 2008 in Australia; Powell and Smith, 2009 on New Zealand), determines the underlying principles and raison d’être of ethics committees – i.e. to protect the welfare and safety of participants involved in research. Our rights-informed qualitative project aimed to enable children and their families to choose from multiple ways to share with us their experiences of and through ICT in relation to social inclusion. Although ICT access and literacy may seem like a prerequisite for participation in an increasingly information-driven society, we understand that it also is just one of many modes of communication, with some being more established than others. As discussed, verbal communication, facial expressions, art, music and writing often have longer histories as modes of communication within even the most high-tech and connected homes. We sought to understand how, within this repertoire of existing communications, ICT is used within the family home, and how this related to experiences of social inclusion or exclusion.

The project used a theoretical framework that recognises that ICT can affect the child’s inclusion within society, and argues that children have the right to use and reflect upon ICT in order to support participation within familial, educational, community and social life (see for example Warschauer, 2003; Livingstone and Helsper, 2007; Valentine et al, 2002; UNCRC, 1989). Our focus on children represents a significant contribution to the field, as it adds to critiques mounted in the US and UK that challenge the normative assumption of children as 'digital natives', that ‘young people are the big winners in the Internet revolution’ (Vromen, 2007: 49). In doing so, we asked children questions about their experiences of the digital ‘the other way around’, as Livingstone recently suggested (2010: 5):

The hyperbole surrounding the notion of ‘digital native’ reveals a tendency to ask questions the wrong way round – as if the technology brought into being a whole new species, a youth transformed, qualitatively distinct from anything that has gone before, an alien form whose habits it is our task to understand. If we are to understand really what’s new about the digital and how this is tied to other vectors of change – in childhood, family, education, civil society, culture – I think we need to ask different questions. Not what can or what does the digital offer to learning or participation (as if we already know what these are). But, among all the factors shaping learning and participation, why, when and how does or could the digital contribute, if at all? This is a harder task, but if we stick to the former we will never escape the charge of technical determinism. (Emphasis original)

Thus adding to Livingstone’s (2010) call for greater analysis into how to conduct research with connected children, we propose that research with connected-children should not be limited to, or dependent on, ICT use and access. To appreciate fully the complexities, as Livingstone points out, is thus laden with both ‘methodological issues – of how we include children in connected research – and theoretical, what are all the other elements framing children’s engagement with digital media’ (emphasis ours) (Livingstone 2010: 5).

Ethical Review and Negotiations
The impact of different ethical, methodological and theoretical agendas was evident in our negotiations with ethics committees for this study. Within our university each school has its own ethics committee (Committee A), as does each faculty Committee B). Both committees are ‘located in faculties, schools, centres or departments and comprise academic staff and sometimes a postgraduate student’ (University of Melbourne Human Ethics website, 2011). If research is deemed to be risky by the school committee, the group compile a list of concerns and scholars are able to respond to these. Once the project is approved by this initial board, the committee moves the risky project up to the faculty level ethics committee, which reviews the application and continues to pose questions about the research, again giving scholars a chance to respond. It took four months from our initial submission to receive ethical approval for our project and this is significant because it represents a lot of academic time and salary costs which may have to be carried by a university because research funds may not be released until ethics approval is received. Researchers can face periods of no-funding, or funds may need to be extracted from other projects when addressing these ethical concerns. Moreover ethical processes around rights-informed research with children have implications on the growing trend of short-term contract research (Meek and Wood 1997). If ethics approval takes several months of a one year contract to obtain due to an ethical committees understanding of the ‘vulnerable child’, the scope for rich and complex research with children is diminished. 

We analysed the comments by members of the ethics committee and concluded that they supported the findings from our review of the literature by reflecting both the protectionist and developing child models. In particular, the comments reflected concerns about age and developmental ability, children’s ability to consent and the view that it is adults who should have responsibility for children:

‘Can you please provide some more information about how very young children are going to be included in the study? Members felt this required further explanation’. Committee A feedback 1

‘It says at 2.2 that the participants vary in age from 3-75. A 3 year old will not be able to answer the study questions.  Please indicate a more appropriate lower age bound (e.g. school age)’. Committee B feedback 1

These comments articulate a concern about the capacities of very young children to express themselves. Both comments are underpinned by a need for young children to understand the research questions and comprehensively consent to participation. Clark and Moss’ successful Mosaic project emphasises that ‘listening to young children, including pre-verbal children, needs to be a process which is open to the many creative ways young children use to express their views and experience’ (2001: 5; 2005). Asking a child each time you meet if they’d like to talk to you, or draw with you, are non-linear ways to address consent, and gain insight into a child’s viewpoints.

To include young children in this way, however, does take time. In a linear model of ethical research, this can also be problematic: 

‘Members felt the researchers were asking for a significant time commitment from participants… state clearly a realistic time commitment for individuals who agree to participate’. Committee B feedback 1 and 2

In our view rights-informed research with children in general may require more of a time commitment. As discussed, explaining the methods to be used, negotiating their order, and using multiple methods that value children’s different, and evolving capacities, requires a substantial time investment for both the researchers and the participants. This suggests that it may be useful to provide additional information about research involving children to allow ethics committees to make informed decisions. Moreover, it also includes working with the committee to educate them of different methods and techniques available by drawing attention to, and asking them to consider for future reference, the rights-based research of child scholars who have successfully negotiated the participation of young children.

In our research we concluded that the subject of study compounded the complexity arising from the protectionist model followed by ethics committees. Specifically, methods involving ICT were met with some apprehension, a perception of additional ethical issues than other qualitative methods:

'Provide some information about possible risks and risk management strategies that the research team has in place should they be informed about or become aware of instances of cyber bullying, inappropriate / illegal use of websites, or child abuse. What obligations does the research team have to report these?' (Committee A feedback 1). 


By adding a new method (virtual tour) onto of a relatively unknown paradigm adds to the complexity of ethical negotiations. The committee’s response to this added method conforms to a popular response to, and moral panics around, the dangers children face using ICT or new media, skewing the focus towards protecting children. Of course all methods have some elements of risk, whether they conjure negative feelings or have potential for physical risk. Yet, it seemed that the committee's concern was that the subject of ICT use, and its role within research methods, posed increased risks than other qualitative methods. This was evident in their emphasis on cyber-bullying rather than bullying generally, as if it was a new digital phenomenon; and in neglecting more prosaic risks to wellbeing such as in emphasising violent or illegal behaviour. Similarly in an earlier study of child unintentional poisoning by author Gibbs et al (2008), the ethics committee were concerned about how any evidence of neglect or abuse would be handled. Identification of potential ethical issues not identified by the researcher is clearly a central role for the ethics committee. Anticipation of how a committee operating within a protectionist framework will identify risks can help the researcher to ensure that all of the rights of the child are met, and aid in streamlining the ethics process.

In our experience we had to take steps to deal with the more standard, linear and strictly ordered ethical review process that expects a project to be fully developed and described before any child involvement can begin. The need for ethics committees to have full details about the research process in order to provide approval can restrict a more unstructured approach to qualitative research with child participants in studies with limited time or resources. This includes opportunities to meaningfully inform the structure and design of the study at the outset; re-shape the direction or context of the study as it progresses; reflect on the outcomes of the study; and reveal experiences that they do not wish parents to be privy to (see also Campbell, 2008; Powell and Smith, 2009). As such, many opportunities to include children’s rights were both conceptually and practically excluded within the structured ethics review process. Though a staged process of ethics would make room for more participatory and child-friendly research, as discussed short-term research does not have the luxury of investing in such a process. This can problematically entail that participatory research with children, under current academic conditions in Australia, being conducted only in longer-term research projects.





There are no easy answers to these methodological and ethical questions because there are debates about whether participatory research is, in fact, another tyranny in which vulnerable people are coerced into activities and decisions for which they are unprepared, which almost always overburden them in the name of empowerment (Beazley and Ennew, 2006). Our reflections have shown that this is complicated in qualitative research with children which challenges the right of a child to fully participate in research that affects them. 

Our initial negotiations with ethics committees reveal institutional concern of consent and participation, while latter issues indicated unfamiliarity of methods and tools. Our role as researchers is not only to advocate for our own ethical, methodological and theoretical viewpoints, and to reflect on other viewpoints, but also to educate, pace and be patient with other academic frameworks that may be in place. In order to research children's perspectives within these institutional limitations, while maintaining an ethical respect for their privacy and informed consent, we employed multiple qualitative methods offering  young people in differing geographical, socioeconomic and connected communities multiple opportunities to participate in this research. In reviewing our strategy our research design carefully considered the literacies, capacities and access of participants, so that variously aged and alternatively connected-children could share their experiences of ICT. The methods drew on children’s creative, artistic, verbal, technological and written literacies, giving opportunities to show rather than tell (e.g. virtual tour). 

These methods not only allowed for non-connected children to express themselves, but also were sufficiently broad and flexible to overcome the assumptions of the ethics process that research can and should be linear and pre-planned. Moreover, within the application itself we drew on rights-based studies which advocate for the ethical inclusion of children. We planned for a variety of methods that could be alternatively and selectively utilised depending on the family context without having to go back and amend our ethics application. This is a legitimate approach that allows a semi-structured approach to qualitative research and accommodates the need for ethics committees to make an informed decision. Nevertheless, a multiple stage approach to ethics may be required if planning to conduct research using a more fully participatory methodology, which includes children in the study design (see Ennew, 2010; Ennew and Plateau, 2004). This problematically this does lead scholars to conclude that only longer-term research projects that can afford to negotiate ethical clearance multiple times engage in more participatory research with children. Thus current ethical review processes need to address this potential barrier towards more inclusive and rights-based academic research with children.

This paper has argued that one ethical strategy to negotiate such limits is to use a carefully selected combination of qualitative approaches when asking children to participate directly in an investigation of their lives which respect the competencies of young people. In our observation and experience scholars and ethics committees are negotiating with initially competing but ultimately compatible agendas of protection and participation. They do this by engaging in constructive yet critical discussion with ethics committees and colleagues to develop shared strategies to work ethically with children. We make the call, then, for greater study into experiences of academic and ethical committee cooperation to move forward the rights of children in academic research.
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